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Implicit and Explicit Attitudes Toward Mental Health Treatment
Kandice Goguen, Thomas Britt, Kristen Jennings, Anton Sytine, Allison Peasley, Stephanie Jeffirs, Brittany Zaremba, Jilian Palmer
Department of Psychology

Abstract

Results

The present study assessed implicit and explicit attitudes toward mental health treatment,
and whether the different attitude assessments were related to treatment seeking.
Undergraduate students (N=192) completed three Implicit Association Tests (IAT), which
were computer-based reaction time tasks where participants responded to terms for mental
health and medical treatments that were paired with the attributes good versus bad, effective
versus ineffective, and honoring versus humiliating. Survey items assessed explicit ratings of
mental health treatment and medical treatment on these attributes, as well as more general
attitudes toward mental health treatment. The IAT results revealed a significant negative
implicit bias toward mental health treatment as being less effective, good, and honoring than
medical treatment. Explicit survey measures also showed more negative responses toward
mental health treatment. Some correspondence was also obtained between the implicit
biases reflected by the IAT and the explicit biases shown on the self-report survey. Finally,
students who had sought mental health treatment had more negative explicit attitudes toward
mental health treatment than those who had not sought treatment, but no differences were
obtained on the implicit attitude measures.

•
•
•
•

All IATs showed a significant implicit negative bias toward mental health treatment (see Figure 1).
All semantic differentials showed a significant explicit negative bias toward mental health treatment (see Figure 1).
Some correlations were obtained between the implicit and explicit measures of attitudes toward mental health treatment (see Table 1).
Negative attitudes was a significant predictor to having received mental health treatment in the past 12 months (See Table 2).

Table 1. Correlations

Figure 2. IAT Example Screenshot

Table 2. Implicit and Explicit Correlates of Treatment Seeking

Introduction
• Mental health treatment is not utilized due to fear of stigmatization, and negative attitudes
toward treatment (Kim et al., 2011; Mojtabai, 2007).
• In the present study, we examined implicit and explicit attitudes toward mental health
treatment through comparing differences in responses regarding mental health treatment
versus medical treatment using both implicit and explicit measures, and examined if these
attitudes were related to treatment seeking.
• Implicit attitudes lie outside of conscious awareness, and may present different responses
than explicit ratings (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Rusch et al., 2009)
• Prior research demonstrated implicit negative attitudes and beliefs about the helplessness
and blameworthiness of mentally ill persons. In addition, results showed negative explicit
attitudes and biases regarding the helplessness (though not blameworthiness) of mentally
ill persons (Teachman et al., 2006).
• Purpose of current study: To determine if there is an implicit and explicit negative bias
toward mental health treatment, and if such negative biases are related to treatment
seeking behaviors.

Method
• Participants: 192 Clemson undergraduates (68% female, 32% male; 63% freshman, 37%
sophomore to senior)
• Procedure: Participants completed a counter-balanced series of a self-report survey and 3
IATs under controlled conditions.
• Materials:
• Self-report survey measuring explicit bias. 3 semantic differential scales displayed
adjectives describing mental health treatment (good-bad, effective-ineffective, honoringhumiliating) on a 1 to 7 scale.
• Self-report attitude measures. 5 items for positive attitudes and 6 items for negative
attitudes on a 1-5 scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree. (Kim et al., 2011)
•IATs measuring implicit bias. 3 computerized IATs measuring response times to pairings
of medical and mental health treatment with adjectives of good-bad, effective-ineffective,
honoring-humiliating (Greenwald, McGhee, & Shwartz, 1998; Meade, 2009).
•Control variables. Depression (Spitzer, Kroenke, & Williams, 1999), Anxiety (Spielberger,
1983), and Functional Impairment (Sheehan, Harnett-Sheehan, Raj, 1996).
•Treatment seeking. Participants indicated if they had received mental health services for
a stress, emotional, alcohol, or family problem in the past 12 months.

Figure 1. Standardized Negative Bias

Discussion
•This is the first study to demonstrate both implicit and explicit negative attitudes toward mental health treatment.
•Mental health treatment was more likely to be seen as less good, less effective, and less honoring in comparison to medical treatment.
•Explicit items should mirror the presentation of the IAT in order to examine connections between the different measures.
•Those who sought treatment in the last 12 months had less explicit negative attitudes. It may take longer for implicit attitudes to change.
• Efforts should be made to reduce the stigma related to mental health treatment in order to help increase treatment seeking behaviors.
• Interventions should seek to shift perceptions of mental health treatment as good, effective, and honoring.
References
Greenwald, A. G., McGhee, D. E., & Schwartz, J. L. K. (1998). Measuring individual differences in implicit cognition: The Implicit Association Test (IAT). Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74, 1464–1480.
Greenwald, A. G., Nosek, B. A., & Banaji, M. R. (2003). Understanding and using the Implicit Association Test (IAT): I. An improved scoring algorithm. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 85, 197–216.
Kim, P. Y., Britt, T. W., Klocko, R. P., Riviere, L. A., & Adler, A. B. (2011). Stigma, negative attitudes about treatment, and utilization of mental health care among soldiers. Military Psychology, 23(1), 65-81. doi:
10.1080/08995605.2011.534415
Meade, A. W. (2009). FreeIAT: An open-source program to administer the implicit association test. Applied Psychological Measurement, 33, 643.
Mojtabai, R. (2007). Americans' attitudes toward mental health treatment seeking: 1990-2003. Psychiatric Services, 58(5), 642-651. doi:10.1176/appi.ps 58.5.642
Rüsch, N., Todd, A.R., Bodenhausen, G.V., Weiden, P.J., Corrigan, P.W., (2009). Implicit versus explicit attitudes toward psychiatric medication: implications for insight and treatment adherence. Schizophrenia Research
112, 119–122
Sheehan, D.V., Harnett-Sheehan, K., Raj B.A. (1996). The measurement of disability. International Clinical Psychopharmacology 11, 89-95.
Spielberger, C.D. (1983). Manual for the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory: STAI(Form Y). Palo Alto, CA: Consulting Psychologists Press.
Spitzer, R. L., Kroenke, K., Williams, J. B. (1999). Validation and utility of a self-report version of PRIME-MD: the PHQ primary care study. The Journal of the American Medical Association, 282(18),

1737-1744.

Teachman, B. A., Wilson, J. G., & Komarovskaya, I. (2006). Implicit and explicit stigma of mental illness in diagnosed and healthy samples. Journal of Social And Clinical Psychology, 25(1), 75-95. doi: 10.1521/jscp.
2006.25.1.75

